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Report on Republican Attempts to Manufacture a Crisis in Social Security 

A Report by Budget Committee Ranking Member Bernard Sanders 
 

 

Executive Summary 
 

For several years now, some Republicans have looked for opportunities to undermine the Social 

Security program. Either by complaining that it is unsustainable, that it is too generous or as in 

the case now, that there isn’t enough money to go around between seniors and the disabled. 

 

This is patently untrue. 

 

In fact, Social Security has a $2.8 trillion surplus in its trust fund and can pay out all benefits to 

all beneficiaries for the next 18 years. This is the assessment of the Social Security 

Administration. There is no debate about it and any attempt to argue otherwise is simply an 

effort to mislead and confuse. 

 

What is also clear is that periodically over the years, the U.S. government has acted to rebalance 

funds between the Social Security retirement programs and the Social Security Disability 

program.  Those reallocations are neither controversial nor unusual. They are a technical 

accounting decision that until this year had never been turned into a partisan issue. 

 

Those reallocations have been used since 1968 when President Lyndon B. Johnson acted, again 

in the 1980s under President Ronald Reagan and most recently by President Bill Clinton. In other 

words, leaders from both parties approved reallocations and they did it when Congress was 

controlled by either Republicans or Democrats. In every case, reallocations happened without 

creating a wave.   

 

This year is different.  

 

On the very first day of the new Congress, House Republicans passed a rule, later adopted by the 

full House, which would prevent the common practice of rebalancing funds. What this does is 

lay the groundwork for a 19% cut in disability benefits. 

 

That’s a horribly devastating cut for individuals – most of whom are in their 50’s and in poor 

health – to absorb beginning next year. In fact, since most disability recipients receive barely 

$1,200 a month, a cut of nearly 20 percent could mean the difference between affording food, 

medicine, clothing or paying bills. It is an unspeakable option and one that we are determined to 

prevent. 

 

Earlier this month, President Obama suggested a budget that would do exactly what has been 

done 11 times in the past and that is to rebalance funds between the two programs. The response 

by the House to block that is merely an attempt to manufacture a crisis where none exists.  

 

What is really happening here is a cynical attempt to divide the senior population from the 

disability community.  And, in the process,  they are making untruthful and unfair statements 
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about the Social Security trust funds by insisting that reallocating money into the disability fund 

takes money away from the retirement fund. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

 

It’s worth pointing out just how broad the support is for reallocating these funds. Recently, Joyce 

Rogers, Senior Vice President for the American Association of Retired People, which is the 

largest senior group in America, weighed in on this issue. Here is what she said: 

 

“As the largest nonprofit, nonpartisan organization representing the interests of Americans aged 

50 and older and their families, we write…to express our support for Social Security, including 

its Disability insurance functions, and our support of rebalancing payroll taxes to ensure the 

earned benefits of 11 million disabled Americans and their families are not reduced or put at 

risk.” 

 

AARP isn’t the only group opposing Republican efforts to cut benefits. The Leadership Council 

of Aging Organizations, which represents more than 60 million older Americans, also weighed 

in strongly against the Republicans and their desire to make cuts to the Social Security program. 

 

“We urge you to include a non-controversial, common sense legislative adjustment in your 2016 

budget for Congress to temporarily reallocate the Social Security payroll contributions to address 

the anticipated shortfall in the Social Security Disability Insurance (DI) program. We also 

strongly urge you to reject proposals to cut Social Security benefits, coverage, or eligibility,” 

wrote Debra Whitman, the chair of the organization. 

 

That letter was signed by everyone from the National Committee to Preserve Social Security and 

Medicare and the Alliance for Retired Americans to the National Association of Area Agencies 

on Aging, and many other national organizations. 

 

Those who favor privatizing Social Security by turning it over to Wall Street are the same people 

who are trying to block the reallocation, and will often throw out so-called ‘solutions’ for 

‘saving’ Social Security.  Their ideas range from cutting social security benefits or the so-called 

chained CPI or even raising the retirement age. These are terrible ideas that have been 

discredited everywhere and are extremely unpopular with the American people.  

 

Instead, what our research has shown is that most Americans would support changing the cap on 

the income that applies to the 6.2% Social Security payroll tax. Right now that cap is $118,500. 

In other words one individual makes $11.8 million a year but only pays tax on the first $118,500 

he earns. The second individual makes $118,500 and pays Social Security taxes on all of that 

income.   That is patently unfair. 

 

If we apply the Social Security payroll tax to income above $250,000, we could immediately 

bring in enough revenue to the Social Security trust fund to extend it for decades and also be able 

to increase benefits. The Social Security Actuary says that taking that approach would extend the 

life of Social Security past the year 2060. And this entire manufactured crisis would go away. 
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Introduction 
 

The Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) program is a critical component of America’s 

social safety net by paying modest but vital cash benefits to insured workers who meet strict 

definitions of disability, and to some of their dependents. According to the Social Security 

Administration (SSA), 9 million disabled workers and 1.8 million children of disabled workers 

received SSDI payments.  The typical beneficiary has been in the workforce for decades, is in 

their late 50s to early 60s, with limited education, and suffers from a severe mental or physical 

impairment that prevents them from working.  As beneficiaries must be unable to perform 

substantial work, SSDI benefits are the main source of income for 80 percent of beneficiaries and 

the only source of income for a third. In an open letter, eight former Commissioners of the SSA, 

including three who served under Republican administrations, said that without SSDI, “the 

alternatives for many beneficiaries are simply unthinkable.” 

 

SSDI is especially critical for veterans, who at over 1 million beneficiaries in 2010, made up 

12% of the SSDI population. Virtually all veterans who received these benefits earned them just 

like the rest of the population. SSDI benefits constituted at least 75% of personal income for 

nearly half of the veterans receiving them.  

 

Over 150 million workers qualify for SSDI through payroll taxes.  Opponents of disability 

insurance like to claim that the program is a handout; this is false as SSDI is an earned benefit 

that workers pay for to protect themselves from long-term medical impairment and to lessen the 

economic hardship.  Workers and employers each pay 0.9 percent of their earnings, up to a cap 

of $118,500, into the SSDI trust fund. 

 

Under current law, the SSDI trust fund is estimated to be exhausted at some point in 2016, an 

event that was originally projected by the Social Security Trustees in 1995. Rising income 

inequality and long understood demographics explains this shortfall. The last time Social 

Security was reformed in 1983, the earnings cap was set to cover 90% of covered earnings.  

However, the country moved away from its historical pattern of broadly sharing economic gains, 

and today, because most of the economic gains have gone to the wealthy, the earnings cap only 

covers 83% of all earnings.  As most beneficiaries are in their 50s and 60s, the aging of the Baby 

Boomers has put pressure on the trust fund. A worker at age 50 is twice as likely to become 

disabled as they are at age 40, and again twice as likely at age 60 than at 50. 

 

If Congress does nothing, and allows the SSDI trust fund to be exhausted, nearly 11 million 

Americans will face nearly a 20 percent cut in their Social Security benefits, throwing millions 

into poverty. In the past, Congress has responded by rebalancing payroll taxes between the SSDI 

trust fund and the Old Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) fund. Since 1968, Congress has 

reallocated funds from OASI to SSDI six times and from SSDI to OASI five times. These 

bipartisan adjustments have happened under Democratic presidents and Congresses, and 

Republican presidents and congresses.   

 

But we face a looming crisis today because the House Republicans enacted a new rule to make 

this routine reallocation of funds more difficult, putting disabled Americans at an increased risk 

http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/STATS/DIbenies.html
http://www.offthechartsblog.org/the-facts-about-disability-insurance/
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/di_asr/2012/sect01c.pdf
http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/SSDIBrief.pdf
http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/SSDIBrief.pdf
http://www.c-c-d.org/fichiers/Joint-_Commissioners_Ltr--4-4-13.pdf
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/rsnotes/rsn2014-02.html
http://www.ssa.gov/news/press/factsheets/ss-customer/military-veterans-dib.pdf
http://www.ssa.gov/history/reports/trust/1995/overview.html
http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/SSDIBrief.pdf
http://www.cbpp.org/files/7-16-14socsec.pdf
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of having their insurance benefits slashed.  As a result, they are holding some of our most 

vulnerable Americans hostage in a political game. 

 

Eligibility 

 

Eligibility for SSDI is extremely strict, and nearly 60% of applicants in the last decade were 

denied. Applicants must be insured for benefits, which requires the individual to work and pay 

payroll taxes for at least a quarter of their adult lives and for at least five of the previous ten years 

immediately before the onset of the disability.  SSA estimated that in 2014, 151,092,000 

American workers were insured for SSDI. 

 

 

Applicants must be suffering from a severe, medically determined physical or mental impairment 

which will either result in death or be expected to last for at least the upcoming 12 months. Many 

beneficiaries actually have multiple serious health conditions. Due to these severe impairments, 

the death rates of beneficiaries are three to six times the average for their age group, with many 

dying with a few years of qualifying for SSDI. 

 

http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/di_asr/2012/background.pdf
http://www.ssa.gov/OACT/STATS/table4c2DI.html
http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/SSDIBrief.pdf
http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=4169
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Finally, applicants must be unable to perform “substantial gainful activity”, which for 2015 is 

work that generates earnings of at least $1,090 a month for non-blind individuals, and $1,820 for 

the blind. Applicants must be unable to engage in any kind of substantial work, including work at 

a lower skill or responsibility level than their previous employment. 

 

While news reports may report that the number of applications for SSDI have dramatically 

increased, the strict eligibility requirements have kept the actual awarding of benefits mostly 

stable with little reaction to economic conditions.  Instead, growth in beneficiaries is largely the 

result of well-known demographic factors. The Center on Budget and Policy Priorities last year 

found “that four-fifths of the program’s total enrollment in 2013 — and over two-thirds of the 

growth in enrollment since 1980 — stems from five easily quantifiable factors:  growth in the 

overall working-age population, the aging of that population, growth in women’s labor force 

participation, the rise in Social Security’s full retirement age, and the growth in DI receipt among 

women eligible for benefits to match men’s rate of receipt.” 

 

Benefits 

 

SSDI benefits are modest but vital to recipients.  For December 2014, the average monthly 

benefit for a disabled worker was $1,165.39/mo. and $349.01/mo. for the child of a disabled 

http://www.socialsecurity.gov/oact/cola/sga.html
http://www.cbpp.org/cms/index.cfm?fa=view&id=4169#part2
http://www.cbpp.org/cms/?fa=view&id=4080
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/quickfacts/stat_snapshot/
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worker.  This is only slightly above the 2014 federal poverty line for an individual of 

$972.50/mo. As beneficiaries must be unable to perform substantial work, SSDI benefits are the 

main source of income for 80 percent of beneficiaries and the only source of income for a third.  

 

Testimonials of Americans who were aided by SSDI 

 

The 11 million Americans who rely on SSDI can be found in every sector of the national 

workforce, from construction workers to teachers to shift managers to nurses. This section of the 

report is a sampling of the wide spectrum of people that SSDI helps. Their personal stories will 

provide an honest perspective into the actual lives of SSDI recipients and reveal how critical 

SSDI is to helping them live with their disabilities as they try to continue to live as productive a 

life as possible.  The following table from SSA provides state by state data on beneficiaries: 

 

Sheila – South Royalton, VT 
 

Having worked her whole life as a cook and personal care attendant, Sheila is a dedicated and 

hardworking individual.  Before her disabilities prevented her from working, she was the head 

cook at South Royalton School.  After falling multiple times at work, undergoing two major back 

surgeries, fracturing her left foot, and being medically ordered to stop working, she decided to 

apply for SSDI.  As a wife and mother of a ten-year-old daughter, she and her husband felt they 

had nowhere else to turn to for support.   

 

After receiving word from SSA, Sheila expressed how incredibly grateful she was that our 

country provides such support to those in need.  Without the assistance from SSDI she knows 

that her family “would have lost everything.” 

 

Lori – Bradford, VT 
 

As her health deteriorated, the ‘feeling of dread’ continued to grow until it was all encompassing 

and consumed all of her daily thoughts.  Having developed spine issues over many years, her 

doctors recommended that with her debilitating medical problems she could no longer work. 

 

With the support of SSDI, Lori and her husband have hope instead of fear and despair.  When 

asked what a cut to SSDI would mean for them she said, “It would return us to the helpless 

situation we faced before the Office of Senator Sanders aided us in getting SSDI.  I do not know 

what I would do without this benefit.  The bills would pile up and we would probably have to 

sell our home.” 

 

Bonnie – PA 
 

Bonnie was a health technician and a small business owner. After raising two children on her 

own, Bonnie began work as a visiting nurse in rural Pennsylvania. But at the age of 51, her leg 

shattered: Bonnie had an undiagnosed combination of severe osteoporosis and anemia that has 

caused her to break several bones all at once, on multiple occasions. No longer able to stand or 

drive a car, she was no longer able to work. After a long wait, during which she drained her 

http://aspe.hhs.gov/poverty/14poverty.cfm
http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/SSDIBrief.pdf
http://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/07/SSDIBrief.pdf
http://articles.latimes.com/2013/apr/02/business/la-fi-hiltzik-20130402
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savings and IRA, she was finally approved for Social Security Disability Insurance. Bonnie says 

that the $1,200 check she receives each month keeps her alive. 

 

Christine – MD 
 

Christine lives with Guillain-Barré Syndrome, a crippling disorder that confines her to a 

wheelchair. Thanks to Social Security Disability Insurance, she is able to live independently, pay 

her bills, and buy groceries each month. “I am beyond grateful to receive Social Security benefits 

because it literally helps me live.” 

 

Alvesta – Lakeland, FL 
 

After his wife died of a sudden heart attack in 2016, Alvesta was on his own. He had worked at 

an air filter company for years, but he moved to be closer to family in 2008 and found new work. 

Alvesta had been a diabetic for 23 years, but he managed his condition by carefully following the 

doctor’s orders. Last year his blood pressure worsened and he suffered a stroke, leaving him no 

longer able to work. His medical bills soared and became unmanageable. He misses working and 

wish he didn’t need help to get by, but Social Security Disability Insurance is a lifeline for him, 

and helps him keep up with his bills and basic household expenses. 

 

Cindy and Terry – Auburndale, FL 
 

Cindy and Terry and their family have had a rough year. Cindy, 55, has battled cancer for seven 

years and Terry, 48, suffers from congestive heart failure and other health problems. Although 

Cindy was no longer able to work due to her declining health, the family was able to make ends 

meet on Terry’s wages as a delivery truck driver. Then Terry suffered a severe heart attack 

leaving him unable to work as well. The family is grateful for Cindy’s $840 in monthly Social 

Security Disability Insurance benefits, but it isn't nearly enough to meet the family’s household 

expenses. Terry is currently waiting for Social Security Disability Insurance due to his own 

illness—but while the family waits, they don’t know how they’ll stay afloat. The family hopes 

that if her husband Terry gets approved for SSDI, which could take months, they will be able to 

regain financial stability. 

http://www.ssa.gov/disabilityfacts/stories.html
http://www.theledger.com/article/20140215/NEWS/140219375&tc=ix
http://www.theledger.com/article/20131130/NEWSCHIEF/131139970&tc=ix?p=1&tc=pg
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SSA, 7/14 

http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/ssi_sc/2013/table01.pdf
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Financing 
 

Social Security, although often discussed as one program, is financed separately by the DI trust 

fund and the Old-Age and Survivors Insurance (OASI) trust fund. Workers pay into both funds 

with payroll taxes on the first $118,500 of income, with SSDI receiving 1.8 percent and OASI 

receiving 10.6 percent, split between the worker and employer. 

 

Under current law, the SSDI trust fund is estimated to be exhausted at some point in 2016, an 

event that was originally projected by the Social Security Trustees in 1995.  

 

Rising income inequality and long understood demographics explains this shortfall. With rising 

inequality, most of our economic gains over the past thirty years have gone to the wealthiest 

Americans and most of their income is not subject to the Social Security tax.  The last time 

Social Security was reformed in 1983, the earnings cap was set to cover 90% of covered 

earnings.  However, the country moved away from its historical pattern of broadly sharing 

economic gains, and today, because most of the economic gains have gone to the wealthy, the 

earnings cap only covers 83% of all earnings.  The erosion of the middle class has imperiled this 

critical safety net that workers have already paid into.  

 

SSDI is legally separate from the OASI program, however, it has commonly been thought of as a 

combined program with a combined trust fund.  In the past, Congress has simply reallocated 

funds from one trust fund to the other as the need arose. This has occurred 11 times in the past, 

including three times under President Reagan. Congress has reallocated funds from OASI to 

SSDI six times and from SSDI to OASI five times. According to CBO, the OASI trust fund is 

expected to be solvent until 2038. If the trust funds were allowed to borrow from one another, 

CBO projects both would be solvent until 2034. 

 

Year President Congressional 

Control 

Rebalancing 

Direction 

1968 Lyndon 

Johnson 

Democratic OASI  →  DI 

1970 Richard Nixon Democratic OASI  →  DI 

1978 Jimmy Carter Democratic OASI  →  DI 

1979 Jimmy Carter Democratic DI  →  OASI 

1980 Jimmy Carter Democratic DI  →  OASI 

1982 Ronald Reagan Split OASI  →  DI 

1983 Ronald Reagan Split DI  →  OASI 

1984 - 1987 Ronald Reagan Split DI  →  OASI 

1994 - 1996 Bill Clinton Democratic OASI  →  DI 

1997 - 1999 Bill Clinton Republican DI  →  OASI 

2000  Bill Clinton Republican OASI  →  DI 

Proposed 

2016 Barack Obama Republican OASI  →  DI 

Reallocations between SSDI and OASI. Senate Budget Committee analysis, Center on Budget 

and Policy Priorities, 7/16/14 

http://www.ssa.gov/history/reports/trust/1995/overview.html
http://www.socialsecurity.gov/policy/docs/statcomps/supplement/2013/4b.pdf
http://www.cbpp.org/files/7-16-14socsec.pdf
http://www.cbo.gov/sites/default/files/cbofiles/attachments/43995_DI-Testimony.pdf
http://www.cbpp.org/files/7-16-14socsec.pdf
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Testifying before the Senate Finance Committee on July 24, 2014, Stephen Goss, the Chief 

Actuary for the Social Security Administration, argued that Congress should immediately 

rebalance financing to avoid sudden cuts to beneficiaries. “Given the immediacy of the need, one 

option to avoid sudden cuts in DI benefits is to enact a temporary tax-rate reallocation between 

the OASI and DI Trust Funds. Such reallocations have been enacted numerous times in the past, 

most recently in 1994 when the DI Trust Fund was just 8 months away from reserve depletion.” 

 

In an open letter, eight former Commissioners of the SSA, including three who served under 

Republican administrations, said that: “[s]ince Social Security was enacted, Congress has 

"reallocated" payroll tax revenues across the OASI and DI trust funds – about equally in both 

directions – some 11 times to account for demographic shifts. In 1994, the last time such 

reallocation occurred, SSA actuaries projected that similar action would next be required in 

2016. They were right on target.”  

 

Virtually every senior organization in America, representing tens of millions of Americans, has 

made it clear that we must reallocate funds, prevent a cut in disability benefits, and do what has 

been done time and time and time again under Republican and Democratic Administrations.  

 

Joyce Rogers, the Senior Vice President of the AARP, the largest senior group in America, wrote 

on July 22, 2014: “As the largest nonprofit, nonpartisan organization representing the interests of 

Americans aged 50 and older and their families, we write … to express our support for Social 

Security, including its Disability insurance functions, and our support of rebalancing payroll 

taxes to ensure the earned benefits of 11 million disabled Americans and their families are not 

reduced or put at risk.”  

 

The Leadership Council of Aging Organizations (LCAO) wrote on October 9, 2014:  “We urge 

you to include a non-controversial, common sense legislative adjustment in your 2016 budget for 

Congress to temporarily reallocate the Social Security payroll contributions to address the 

anticipated shortfall in the Social Security Disability Insurance (DI) program. We also strongly 

urge you to reject proposals to cut Social Security benefits, coverage, or eligibility.” 

 

The group Strengthen Social Security wrote a letter co-signed by 65 leading labor, medical, 

education, community service, and economic organizations on November 21, 2014: “A modest, 

temporary reallocation of part of Social Security’s 6.2% tax rate from the Old-Age and Survivors 

Insurance (OASI) fund to the DI fund would ensure that both funds are on an equal footing. 

Congress has reallocated tax rates between the two funds 11 times in the past. About half the 

time it increased the share going to the OASI fund and about half the time it increased the share 

for DI. Congress has never failed to act when it was necessary to rebalance the two funds, and it 

has consistently done so in a bipartisan fashion without controversy. It is time now to do it 

again.” 

 

Republican Generated Crisis 

 

On the very first day of the new Congress, House Republicans manufactured a crisis for SSDI by 

passing a rule that would prevent Congress from rebalancing funds between OASI and SSDI 

http://www.finance.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/072414%20Goss%20Statement.pdf
http://www.c-c-d.org/fichiers/Joint-_Commissioners_Ltr--4-4-13.pdf
http://www.aarp.org/content/dam/aarp/politics/advocacy/2014-07/AARP-finance-SSDI-letter-July-2014.pdf
http://www.lcao.org/files/2014/10/LCAO-DI-Reallocation.pdf
http://c.ymcdn.com/sites/www.nadr.org/resource/resmgr/SSSC_WH_Reallocation_Letter_.pdf
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through a point of order.  This rule, which was approved by the House of Representatives, 

requires any rebalancing to improve the combined 75-year actuarial balance of both trust funds. 

Absent a deal, DI beneficiaries would face an immediate 20 percent cut in benefits, creating 

unnecessary anxiety and pain for vulnerable Americans. 

 

Reallocating between the trust funds, which has been noncontroversial the nearly dozen times it 

has occurred in recent decades, will have negligible effects on the long term solvency of OASI. 

By rebalancing the funds, SSDI’s solvency will be prolonged by 17 years, from 2016 to 2033, 

while OASI’s depletion date will advance by about a year, from 2034 to 2033.   

 

The Leadership Council of Aging Organizations, representing over 70 non-profit organizations 

that serve older Americans, strongly rejected this underhanded attempt at pitting seniors against 

disabled workers in order to justify unnecessary benefit cuts. LCAO said “[w]e reject any efforts 

to pit older adults against people with disabilities, and recognize that one of the strengths of our 

Social Security system is that it is universal and comprehensive.” 

 

LCAO also correctly pointed out that House Republicans adopted this rule without hearing 

expert voices.  From LCAO’s letter, “[w]e are alarmed that the House of Representatives would 

adopt rules of such importance to the future of Social Security with no public dialogue or 

opportunities for input from your constituents, and we urge you to reject such an approach in the 

future.” 

 

 

http://www.lcao.org/files/2015/01/LCAO-Chair-Letter-on-House-Rules-and-DI.pdf
http://www.lcao.org/files/2015/01/LCAO-Chair-Letter-on-House-Rules-and-DI.pdf

